For new students, university can be a wonderland of opportunity. But the first few weeks of the university experience are also typified by change, stress and uncertainty. From a health promotion perspective, the first few weeks of the university experience present an important yet understudied opportunity for alcohol misuse prevention. In this narrative review, we distinguish students' alcohol use during their first year at university from what is known about their use in the first few weeks on campus. First, we outline the developmental context of the first year experience and the descriptive epidemiology of alcohol use and consequences. Second, we highlight how distinctly different the first few weeks of the university experience are relative to the rest of the academic year and overview the limited research on alcohol use and consequences during the first few weeks. Third, we overview the limited number of strategies that have focused on reducing alcohol use during the transition to university. Finally, we offer a number of suggestions for future research. A better understanding of the nature and determinants of alcohol use and consequences during the transition to university is critical to designing effective prevention and intervention strategies. [Riordan BC, Carey KB. Wonderland and the rabbit hole: A commentary on university students' alcohol use during first year and the early transition to university. Drug Alcohol Rev 2019;38: [34] [35] [36] [37] [38] [39] [40] [41] 
University may seem like a wonderland for new students, providing the freedom and independence often craved during high school, as well as the opportunity to learn, meet lifelong friends and inform future careers. But the transition to university can be far from wonderful. This period is typified by a number of significant life changes that can be stressful and impact students' wellbeing [1] . Given the sudden nature of these changes, the first few weeks of university may resemble Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole before Wonderland: inspired by curiosity and anticipation of adventure, but navigating the unknown and the unpredictable.
In this commentary, we consider the uniqueness of the first year at university (Note: As a general rule, we use the term university to refer to institutions of higher education that may call themselves colleges (offering undergraduate degrees only) or universities (educating both undergraduate and graduate students)) and draw attention to the first few weeks of this experience. While alcohol researchers have predominantly focused on the first year as a whole [2] [3] [4] , we present a focused consideration of alcohol use during the early stages of this transition. We first characterise the developmental context and the descriptive epidemiology of alcohol use and consequences in the first year. Next, we highlight how distinctly different the first few weeks are relative to the rest of the academic year and why this period represents a key period for prevention efforts.
'Wonderland' First Year at University 'Alice opened the door and found that it led into a small passage, not much larger than a rat-hole: she knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest garden you ever saw'.
The transition to university was once reserved for a select few, but in developed countries it has become a normal part of a young adult's development [5] . For example, in the United States, the number of 18-24-year-olds enrolled in post-secondary school institutions has steadily risen since the 1970s (26% to 40% between 1970 and 2015) [6] . This transition constitutes a unique period in the developmental trajectory, especially for students who attend residential colleges. In addition to educational and career development opportunities, students enjoy an increase in independence, responsibilities, freedom and social opportunities. These factors can contribute to the perception of university as a wonderland, while also affording opportunities to engage in risky behaviours [4] .
The changes during a student's first year (and the impact of these changes on alcohol use) may be best described by Arnett's framework of Emerging Adulthood [7] . If the end of high school no longer launches adulthood, the developmental period from 18-25 functions as a distinct life stage. Arnett outlines five dimensions of Emerging Adulthood and defines this period as the age of: (i) exploration; (ii) instability; (iii) selffocus; (iv) feeling in-between; and (v) possibilities. We briefly discuss how each dimension relates to the first year experience and alcohol use [7] [8] [9] .
Identity exploration
University life offers students the opportunity to explore dimensions of their own identity and who they want to be, especially with regard to interests and relationships. At the beginning of the first year, new students may be motivated to develop a new university identity to replace their high school identity [1] . New students may use alcohol to facilitate identity exploration, to cope with identity confusion, or as part of their university identity.
Instability
The first year of university can be a period of instability, as students experience significant changes in their social support networks and living arrangements. It may be the first time new students have ever lived away from their parents. While parents are still influential during first year [10, 11] , peer influence is pervasive and operates at multiple levels [12] , yet only a quarter of a student's social network remains the same after the first year [13] . Therefore, drinking may serve as a social lubricant to help students establish or reinforce new friendships, or be used to cope with the anxiety or sadness associated with social instability.
Self-focus
The first year may be one of the most self-focused periods, as students may have fewer obligations (e.g. work) and more opportunities to make independent decisions without parental oversight. As friends become a critical source of social support during first year, students may choose friends who drink in a similar manner [14] .
Feeling in-between
First year students may feel like they are neither adolescents nor adults [7] . They may feel like they are allowed or expected to do things during this period that become less acceptable later in adulthood, including drinking. During the university years, drinking can be seen as a 'fling' or a 'time out' from responsibilities and the real world [15, 16] .
Possibilities
Students entering university face almost endless choices, and optimism for the future during emerging adulthood may be high [7] . Because optimistic bias can be reflected in beliefs that one can engage in risky behaviours without negative consequences, new students may not believe that drinking can be harmful or have any lasting impacts.
'Drink me': Wonderland and alcohol use during first year Although rates of alcohol use are declining globally among emerging adults [17] , emerging adults are more likely to report drinking hazardously than other age groups (i.e. 8+ on the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test) [18] . Even with the declines in emerging adult alcohol use, university students manage to stand out [19] , drinking more than their non-university attending peers [20] [21] [22] [23] . Indeed, alcohol use during university is the norm. Surveys have found that the majority of students report drinking alcohol at least once in the past month (approximately 63%) and that nearly a third of students drink heavily in the past 2 weeks (4/5 or more drinks in a session for women/ men, respectively) [24] (Note that despite the differences in minimum legal purchasing age, university students in Australasia, Europe, North America and South America tend to have similar alcohol use patterns and problems [25] ).
The observed association between pre-university and university alcohol use indicates a degree of continuity from high school drinking patterns into college [2, 3] . Even still, those with established drinking patterns increase their drinking during university [2, [26] [27] [28] and a number of non-or light-drinkers begin to drink or drink more [29, 30] . In addition, first-year students are more likely than those in other class years to engage in risky drinking practices such as playing drinking games [31, 32] or 'pregaming' when they do drink [33, 34] . Because these practices are 'normalised', peer-pressure to drink can be felt acutely.
Alcohol-related consequences during first year
Alcohol use among students is associated with a significant increase in alcohol-related harm [35] . Unfortunately, first year students may be particularly vulnerable to these consequences and are more likely to injure themselves [36] , need emergency transport to the hospital [37] or get treated in emergency rooms [38, 39] .
New students also experience a number of less severe consequences (e.g. hangovers). When tracking new students' alcohol-related consequences during first year using fortnightly surveys, Barnett et al. [40] found that 82% of students who consumed alcohol reported at least one negative consequence and averaged eight consequences over their first year. These harms ranged in severity from feeling sick because of drinking (58%) and experiencing memory loss (54%), to more severe consequences like getting into a fight (8%). Because students often live in close proximity to other students, they also experience side-effects of others' drinking (e.g. lose sleep, property damage) [41, 42] . These second-hand consequences are associated with decreased academic performance and school satisfaction for both drinkers and abstainers [43, 44] .
'The Rabbit Hole' 'Dear dear, how queer everything is today and yesterday things went on just as usual. I wonder if I've been changed in the night'.
Even positive life transitions have a temporary negative impact on an individual's health or wellbeing [1, [45] [46] [47] [48] . Moving city, changing jobs or changing peer groups have been linked to negative wellbeing [49] . But for new university students, all of these changes happen at once. Indeed, during the first week of university, it is common for a student to have moved to a new community, out of their parent's home and away from their established friend group. At a time of life when they have a high need for friends and peer validation, they are surrounded by new people that they are expected to get to know. Furthermore, they must navigate an education system that is more self-directed and a living situation with more freedom than ever before. By the end of the first semester, these transitions may be resolved in positive ways, but these early days can be intimidating and associated with uncertainty, anxiety, depression or dissatisfaction [1] .
To help new students during this vulnerable transition, universities throughout the world typically have a version of Orientation Week, (AKA Frosh, Introductory Week) [47] . Although Orientation Week programs vary, they often include social events to help introduce students to university life and develop new friend groups. Orientation typically occurs before the official start of the academic year, allowing students opportunities to explore university without the pressure of homework or exams. Research suggests that Orientation Weeks improve social integration and satisfaction [50] , which can prevent students from dropping out [51, 52] .
During this brief transition period, elements of Emerging Adulthood may be particularly pronounced. Identity exploration may peak as students have a clean slate to explore their new activities and new relationships. Students may feel particularly unstable given the substantial changes in their physical and social environments. The relaxed period of time may allow them to be more self-focused, as they have relatively few academic or family obligations. Students' feelings of being in between may be greater than ever. Optimism may be at its highest as students explore possibilities.
Alcohol use during the transition
The trade-off of the socially-focused and academicallyrelaxed environment during Orientation Week is that it creates the perfect climate to drink; longitudinal research has consistently found that alcohol use peaks at the beginning of the academic year [53] [54] [55] [56] [57] (Note: Research from Australasia, Canada, the USA and Europe have seen similar peaks at the beginning of the academic year). In their seminal study, Del Boca et al. [53] asked students to report their alcohol use at the end of each month during their first year at university, resulting in a complete drinking record of their first year. Student drinking patterns varied significantly, with a greater number of students engaging in heavy drinking at the beginning of the academic year with reductions during exam periods. Using a larger sample (76 882 students from 258 universities), researchers observed a dramatic increase in estimated blood alcohol concentrations (BAC) at the beginning of the academic year [58] .
Despite evidence that the early academic year is associated with increased alcohol use, few studies have focused exclusively on Orientation Week. The limited research on Orientation Week reveals that new students start their university experience by consuming alcohol heavily (between 14 and 26 drinks across the week) [59] [60] [61] , representing a significant increase from their pre-university drinking patterns. Riordan et al. [60] asked students to report their typical preuniversity alcohol use before tracking their drinking during Orientation Week with daily text messages. They found that 85% of new students reported consuming alcohol during Orientation Week and that students consumed significantly more during Orientation Week than before university (9 vs. 19 drinks). Indeed, qualitative studies suggest that new students view drinking as the point of Orientation Week [61, 62] and advertising (e.g. flyers for clubs) may actively promote drinking [63] .
During Orientation Week, students report concentrated consumption of alcohol on a handful of nights associated with university-sponsored social events [59, 61] . In one convenience sample (81% women), only 25% consumed 4+ on an evening with convocation whereas 45% drank that much on an evening with a rugby match [59] . In a New Zealand study, students who were going into three of the university-run orientation social events (music concerts) were intercepted and interviewed. The majority of students attending the university-run events reported drinking before the event (89%) and on average consumed nearly a bottle of wine before the event (4.9 drinks) in under 2 h (114 min). Notably, first year students consumed fewer drinks before events than returning students (4.9 vs. 5.4), but reported significantly shorter drinking sessions (106 min vs. 145 min). Time spent drinking is a key determinant of BAC, so this pattern increases risks of extreme intoxication.
Alcohol-related consequences
Alcohol use during the early university year may be especially harmful. New students drink more and reach greater BACs during this period, and they also drink in unfamiliar environments, with new people, and while feeling anxious. Further, students report using fewer protective behavioural strategies while drinking at the beginning of university compared to high school [64] . Protective behavioural strategies are actions that can be employed to minimise the risk of experiencing harm while drinking alcohol [65] . They can be used before a drinking session (e.g. eat before drinking), during a drinking session (e.g. alternate alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks), or after a drinking session (e.g. travel home with a friend). Croom et al. [64] found that in their first month on campus, students were less likely to pace themselves while drinking, alternate alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks, or choose to drink less alcohol than they did before entering university.
Growing evidence indicates that students experience heightened risk for alcohol-related consequences during this early transition. A longitudinal study that tracked students' alcohol use and harm fortnightly revealed that the likelihood of experiencing consequences decreased over time, such that students were most likely to experience a negative alcohol-related consequence during their first week on campus [66] . As many as 49% of students experienced a consequence in the first week of first year compared to 36% in the first week of second year. In a study focusing specifically on Orientation Week consequences [59] , students' reported significantly more consequences during Orientation Week than in a typical week (5 vs. 1) and during Orientation Week students were more likely to report a hangover (66%), embarrassment (50%), passing out (10%) or a regrettable sexual experience (9%).
Current Prevention Strategies for the Transition
The transition to university is an opportune time for targeted intervention and prevention strategies. We have established that during the transition new students: (i) drink more [53, 60, 67] ; (ii) reach higher BACs [58, 68, 69] ; (iii) use fewer protective behavioural strategies [58] ; and (iv) experience more consequences [66] . Because of the upheaval in a student's environment and social network during the transition, their beliefs and behaviours may be more malleable and sensitive to change [70] . Such periods may be 'teachable moments', where interventions can be more successful at promoting new drinking patterns. Effective interventions delivered during the transition may moderate alcohol use during this high-risk period and beyond [71] .
Because education-only approaches have little effect on drinking behaviour [67] , we highlight three types of interventions implemented during or before the transition to university that have been evaluated: parentbased interventions (PBI), web-based interventions (WBI) and text message-based Ecological Momentary Interventions (EMI). A number of suggestions have also been made for alcohol-related policies for Orientation Week.
PBIs typically consist of mailing handbooks to parents of incoming first year students before the beginning of the academic year. These handbooks provide information about university alcohol use and how to engage in communication about alcohol with students [72] . PBIs have shown promising results in preventing the transition from non-drinker to drinker [73] and modest effects on overall alcohol use and consequences among students who drink [72, 74, 75] . The timing appears to be important, as delivering parent handbooks before matriculation (vs. after) is more effective at reducing heavy drinking [76] . In contrast, a PBI that was delivered online (MyStudentBody-Parent) successfully promoted use of protective strategies but had no effect on binge drinking [77] .
WBIs have also been used to engage students before their transition to university [78] . Many commerciallyavailable products have been developed (e.g. AlcoholEdu, MyStudentBody), but research has not yet established guidelines for optimal timing and content of these products. AlcoholEdu is the most widely implemented (800+ participating institutions) and it uses multiple components to reduce alcohol use and related harms (e.g. information about alcohol's effects, BAC, personalised normative feedback). In a multi-campus trial of 30 universities, students who received AlcoholEdu reported fewer drinking sessions and binge drinking sessions compared to those at universities who did not provide AlcoholEdu, but no differences were observed in average drinks consumed [79, 80] . These positive impacts appeared to only hold over the semester immediately following the program [79, 80] , but long-term evaluations of efficacy are lacking.
Both PBIs and WBIs have been implemented before or during the transition, but neither strategy specifically targets alcohol use at drinking events during the early academic year. Two pilot EMIs have focused specifically on Orientation Week alcohol use, with mixed success. In the first, new students were sent messages every night during Orientation reminding them of the consequences alcohol could have on their friends or health. Relative to a control group, women (but not men) who received the messages consumed significantly fewer drinks during Orientation and also during a typical weekend during first semester [81] . In the second, students from two residential colleges were sent two text messages on nights with social events (e.g. toga party) reminding them of social consequences of alcohol use. Students in the lighter drinking college consumed significantly fewer drinks during orientation and the academic year relative to a control group. The EMI, however, had no effect on students attending a residential college with a heavier preuniversity drinking pattern [61] .
Although Orientation-specific policies are common in universities [82] , the literature evaluating policies is scant. Neighbors et al. [82] make a number of individual and environmental suggestions for event-specific prevention. They suggest that during Orientation Week universities should: (i) increase students' alcohol-related knowledge (e.g. incorporate alcohol information in lectures, use social norms marketing); (ii) implement environmental policies designed to limit access (e.g. ban alcohol advertising, limit returning students on campus); (iii) implement harm reduction initiatives (e.g. sober driving programs or free rides); and (iv) improve treatment or intervention options (e.g. screening and intervention for hazardous drinkers, train staff to recognise alcohol poisoning). Despite the lack of evidence for specific policies, we recommend that universities adopt strategies outlined by Neighbors et al. [82] , as well as environmental strategies outlined by CollegeAIM [83] and the Postsecondary School Education Partnership [84] .
In summary, several intervention strategies have shown some promise when used before or during the transition to university. However, research focusing on mitigating risks specific to Orientation Week is limited. This is a missed opportunity for prevention.
Future Directions
'Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?'
Although first year students' alcohol use has received considerable attention, we believe that the early transition needs further consideration. We suggest the following avenues for future research: (i) preuniversity predictors of alcohol use during the transition; and (ii) more empirically-supported interventions designed for delivery during orientation.
Pre-university predictors
A number of studies have focused on pre-university predictors of first year alcohol use [2, 3] , and we propose that it may be useful to ascertain which factors may indicate vulnerability to increased alcohol use and harm during the early transition to university. A better understanding is needed of non-or light-drinking high school students who do not get drawn into Orientation Week alcohol use as well as those who initiate drinking during Orientation Week. Identifying these individuals will allow us to tailor intervention content to promote potential protective factors.
Empirically-supported interventions
Emerging evidence suggests that early intervention may be more effective [85] , and that interventions aimed at or before the transition may have long-term impacts over the academic year [61] . It is critical that more evidence is obtained to optimise interventions that target drinking during the transition to university. Current tools such as PBIs, WBIs and EMIs may be used alone or in combination such that students get exposure to content before university with reminders sent during the transition. Emerging technologies offer the potential to reach all incoming students during the transition with targeted or tailored content, and justin-time adaptive interventions may be promising in this setting [86] . Future interventions aiming at this period of time must also be sensitive to the developmental context and the dimensions of Emerging Adulthood. Such an expanded evidence base would be useful to university staff tasked with selecting and administering alcohol prevention programs.
Conclusion
'Everything's got a moral'.
Research offers insights into the causes and consequences of first year alcohol use, with the aim of helping students to realise the wonderland that is the university experience. We argue that the developmental conditions that define Emerging Adulthood may be pronounced during the first few weeks of university, increasing the likelihood of alcohol use and related harms. This period of time appears to be a critical point for prevention interventions. Therefore, more attention is needed to develop an empiricallysupported toolbox of developmentally-appropriate interventions and policies to help first year students to navigate the transition to university.
